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Abstract 
This article looks at a blog as a project-based Computer English class 
that incorporates technology with a multi-skills language learning approach 
to form a flexible and effective language learning curriculum. 
The blog class is centered on post-sets. A “post set," an original term, 
consists of components with tasks that students perform to build blogs. The 
components of post-sets include tasks such as researching a topic, writing 
paragraphs, and producing short videos. The aim of the class is for students 
to integrate all four language-learning skills to improve their English while 
building a blog. 
 
Introduction 
The popularity of handheld devices and the range of applications have 
significantly expanded the teaching tools available to educators. New 
technology can augment traditional forms of learning and complement the 
learner-centered classroom (Davis, 2013). In this class, blog construction 
tools, video editing software, and online access to information are merged 
with traditional language learning to form a task-based, learner-centered 
blogging class. 
Post-sets, an original term, are the building blocks of the blogging 
class. A post-set consists of seven task-based components which students 
use to build blogs. The term post represents the verb ‘to post,’ which is the 
The Blog as a Multi-Skills Language Learning Tool 
 138 
action of publishing comments on the Internet. To complete tasks, students 
use a combination of the four language learning skills: reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening. A distinguishing feature of post-sets is they can be 
easily tailored to suit the learner's needs at all skill levels, which, in effect, 
streamlines the blogging process and focuses students on language 
acquisition. For examples of student blogs see Appendix A. 
 
Section 1: Blogs 
 
1.1 Blogging as a Multi-skills Language-learning Tool 
A blog is an interactive format that has transformed both writers and 
readers from ‘audience to public’ and from ‘consumer to creator’ (Blood, 
2000). A blog’s interactive quality makes it an effective format for language 
learning. By adding tasks that promote speaking and listening such as 
interviewing partners and making videos, blogs are further transformed into 
an effective multi-skills language-learning tool that integrates all four basic 
language-learning skills to form a unique way for students to interact on 
which teachers can capitalize. 
 
1.2 Advantages of Blogs 
Blogs are different than other types of projects in a number of ways, 
but perhaps one of their more unique qualities is that blogs are publications. 
They reach beyond the learning environment of the classroom, and, as such, 
have a positive effect on student motivation because classmates, friends, and 
family can visit the blogs (Hartjes, 2009). Accordingly, blogs have the 
potential to encourage students to produce more meaningful work in a way 
that diaries and journals do not (Wendt, 2008). 
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Section 2: Post-sets 
Post-sets are the prime 'building block' of the proposed blog. 
Essentially, post-sets are designed to simplify blog construction. A post-set 
contains seven components, each of which target a specific goal, such as 
‘Research the Topic’ or ‘Make the Video.’ Each of the components contains 
a number of tasks that work toward completing the goal of the component. 
For example, in figure 1 below the component 'Research the Topic' has three 
tasks: 1) find sites, gather information, and answer questions, 2) select and 
organize answers, and 3) exchange answers with a partner (discussion). 
After students complete a component they move on to each consecutive 
component for a total of seven components to complete one post-set. Since 
one post-set, such as travel, represents one topic, each finished post-set 
represents an additional topic on the blog. Examples of other topics are ‘my 
favorite pastime,’ ‘a famous person that I like,’ and ‘my part-time job.’ Each 
of these topics would be represented with a post-set that is specific to the 
topic. The students are encouraged to complete as many post-sets as 
possible. 
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Figure 1: this figure illustrates a travel post-set with two of the seven 
components, each with three tasks. 
 
Although topics may change, the format of the post-set remains the 
same. Through repeated use of the post-set, students become familiar and 
comfortable with the process. This allows students to focus more on 
language and content and less on the technical aspect of blog construction. 
In addition, post-sets are a good management tool. Post-sets are 
modular; therefore, they allow flexibility in managing and adjusting tasks. 
By using post-sets, a task that students find difficult can be easily modified 
without compromising the post-set. For example, the questions used by the 
students to complete the task ‘find sites, gather information, and answer 
questions’ can be adjusted for lower level students by giving students easier, 
level appropriate questions to answer. As such, a teacher can adapt 
components and tasks to suit the skill level of the students.  
Section 3: Overview of the Components 
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Although students mostly work independently, when they are first 
learning about post-sets, it is better to assign the class a common topic. This 
allows students to share information and, as the need arises, work together to 
solve problems. After students have completed a few topic-based post-sets 
and are comfortable with the process, they can choose topics suited to their 
individual interests. 
 
3.1 Researching the Topic 
Researching a topic in English can be difficult for ESL students. To 
make the research component more manageable, students are given a list of 
questions to answer (see Appendix B). The information that students gather 
is later used to develop the content in their post-set. The questions are 
specific for each topic-based post-set. The questions in Appendix B are 
specific to the Travel post-set. 
Finding websites with comprehensible language can be a challenge; 
websites are generally designed for native speakers, and, therefore, the level 
of English can be beyond the students' abilities. Students should access 
websites they find useful, but if websites are too difficult for them, there are 
a number of options available to mitigate this problem. One option is for 
students to access websites with content that is simplified, such as children’s 
websites. However, children's websites may not always be appropriate. The 
content can feel immature to university students. Another option with 
perhaps less of a stigma is ESL websites. ESL websites are designed for 
non-native speakers, so they may be better suited to the students. However, 
the scope and topics on ESL websites are more limited and may not offer 
enough variety of topics or provide enough information. 
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The choice of websites depends on the student. There is no perfect fit. 
Therefore, it is important to monitor student progress and introduce students 
to a variety of options so they can choose websites that work best for them.  
 
3.2 Discussing the Topic 
In this step students work in pairs or small groups and discuss their 
topics. There are many ways to approach this component. Essentially, after 
the students have completed their research they pair up and report their 
findings to their partners. This can be done by asking each other the 
questions or allowing students to discuss their topics in a less structured 
manner. Whichever method a teacher instructs the students to follow, the 
objective is for students to discuss and explore the topic and become more 
comfortable with the topic. 
In discussion activities, students can depend too much on a question 
sheet. While some students may need a question sheet to guide their 
discussions, other students may be able to complete the activity without one. 
For those students, an outline that abbreviates the questions using keywords 
provides the students with an opportunity to generate part of the questions 
without over relying on the question sheet. 
 
3.3 Writing a Paragraph 
The aim of this component is for students to organize their research 
into a cohesive paragraph that will be posted on their blogs. Lower level 
students can focus more on the sentence level of paragraph formatting such 
as margins, indenting, spacing, and basic punctuation. Advanced level 
students can put more emphasis on paragraph structure such as topic 
sentences, supporting sentences, concluding sentences, organization, and 
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cohesion. All students can follow a model paragraph that reflects the 
students’ answers from the research questions. The model paragraph is 
discussed in section 4, Topic-Based Dictation. The goal of the writing 
component is to complete a paragraph that students can upload and post on 
their blogs. 
 
3.4 Adding Pictures and Embedded Links 
Once the writing component is completed, students add pictures and 
links to the text. For this step students search the Internet for visuals and link 
them to the paragraph. This involves downloading, saving, and resizing 
pictures. Students are often familiar with these skills, but they should be 
reviewed to be sure that all students are able to properly complete the task. 
There are a several functions of embedded links. Links define words, 
link proper names to official websites, or link to images. Essentially, links 
add information to a page without clutter. However, when links are overused 
they can detract from a page. A limit, such as two pictures and two links, 
should be established to avoid overuse. 
 
3.5 Building a Sidebar 
For this component students build categories in a sidebar with linked 
subcategories to topic-related websites. In figure 2 below, the viewing page 
holds the video and the sidebar holds the category Beatles with its 
subcategories, John, Paul, George, and Ringo. 
 
A sidebar functions differently from the embedded links discussed above in 
3.4. A sidebar is a hierarchy of categories with subcategories that are linked 
to topic-related websites. For example, in figure 2 below, a student posting a 
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paragraph about John Lennon might include the category ‘The Beatles.’ The 
Beatles category is a title in the sidebar that is not linked. However, its 
subcategories, John, Paul, George, and Ringo, are linked. The subcategories 
add additional information to the topic of the posted paragraph, which is 
‘John.’ As such, the subcategories, Paul, George, and Ringo are intended to 
add more relevant information to the topic ‘John.’ An important advantage 
to the sidebar is that it can be viewed from any page so that the information 
can be accessed at any time.  
 
 
 
Figure 2:  this figure illustrates a sidebar with categories and subcategories 
to the right. 
 
3.6 Writing the Script 
The purpose of this component is to write a script, which students 
record on video and then upload to their blogs.  
 
For some students, the experience of speaking even just a few 
sentences in front of a camera is challenging, so teachers may need to adjust 
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the requirements for the script depending on the students’ abilities. It's 
important to set realistic goals that won’t discourage students. 
Scripts represent spoken language that has a phonological blend. This 
comes naturally to native speakers, but is a challenge for L2 learners. 
Students don’t have to sound like native speakers, but it is a good 
opportunity to bring natural speech to their attention and introduce some of 
the more common usage. For example, I commonly use a few well-known 
phrases like ‘do you’ and ‘what do you,’ which I simplify in my own 
phonological symbols as /duya/ and /waddaya/ respectively. Additional 
phrases can be introduced with each new post-set. Gradually, over the course 
of the class, students will gather a list of natural speech phrases. 
There are several ways to help students write scripts they can deliver 
on camera. Lower level students can write simple scripts with three or four 
related sentences on the given topic. On the other hand, advanced students 
can write a complete paragraph with topic sentence, supporting sentences, 
and a conclusion. 
 
3.7 Reading a Script 
After the scripts are completed, students should practice the scripts 
before recording the video. Scripts can be performed in a number of ways; 
students can stand in front of the camera and read the script, they can 
memorize them, or they can work with the support of an outline. 
Reading a script verbatim is not a good option, although it is often the 
one most students would choose. Reading a script for the camera does not 
look very appealing and it does little to improve a student’s English 
proficiency. 
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Memorizing a script is appealing. Students can look at the camera and 
their hands are free to make gestures. This may be acceptable if a script is 
short and easy to memorize. However, memorizing any script can add 
pressure on students when they need to relax and sound natural in front of a 
camera. 
Outlines are the middle ground. They can guide students without them 
appearing to read or having the pressure of memorizing a script. Outlines 
orient students to the main points, keep the organization intact, and leave 
enough gaps for students to fill in, so that students have to create some part 
of the sentence. 
There is an additional method, which, when paired with an outline, 
eases the pressure on students while keeping some of the challenge. Students 
can improvise a teleprompter to assist them; that is, by putting an outline in 
front of the camera students can free their hands, look at the camera, and 
have the guiding advantage of an outline. Basically, students print out their 
outline in large fonts leaving a space of two or three lines in the middle of 
the text, then they punch a hole in the space, and slip the camera lens 
through the hole of the outline. It’s simple but effective. 
 
3.8 Shooting the Video 
An efficient way to shoot the video is in pairs. One student reads the 
script and the other student shoots the video. It can also be done in small 
groups of three students. If the groups are too big, it can take too long to 
complete the task, so more than three students in a group is not 
recommended. 
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The videos produced for the blog don’t have to be of high quality. A 
standard point-and-shoot digital camera or a phone camera is recommended 
for its simplicity and the fact that most students are used to it. 
 
3.9 Editing the Video 
To edit a video it is best to start simple and build up skills as students 
gain familiarity and confidence. This can be done in a few gradual steps. In 
its most basic form, a video is uploaded to the blog without any editing. 
Gradually, as students gain experience, they can edit their videos using basic 
editing features such as adding a title, closing credits, and lead-in music. 
When students are more confident, they can use advanced functions such as 
cuts, wipes, and dissolves. The end result is not necessarily to have a 
polished video, but rather for students to incorporate their videos into their 
blogs as part of a post-set and benefit from the language-learning experience 
concomitant with making a video. 
 
Section 4: Topic-Based Dictation 
Dictation orients students to a topic, it introduces vocabulary, 
grammar, sentence patterns, and punctuation, and it provides a model 
paragraph that students use in the writing task. 
Dictation is often difficult for students, especially at a beginner or 
lower-intermediate level. However, there are ways teachers can make 
dictation more understandable to students. For example, dictation can be 
given in short segments, which can then be viewed on a monitor for students 
to make corrections. This gives students immediate feedback and keeps the 
process moving nicely. 
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Providing students with a worksheet can also facilitate the dictation. 
For example, prior to class, a worksheet is emailed to students to preview 
vocabulary (see Appendix C). In the classroom, the students download the 
same worksheet and use the pre-formatted starting point to begin the 
dictation. This avoids confusion at the start of the dictation. 
After the entire dictation is completed, students recheck their work 
and save it as a reference for the writing component. 
 
Section 5: Evaluation 
The evaluation tool is essentially a checklist of the post-set listing the 
required tasks for each component (see Appendix D). The checklist is very 
practical. It serves as a tool for self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and, when 
expanded to include all the post-sets, it functions as a final evaluation. The 
checklist provided in Appendix D is designed for the ‘Sports’ post-set.  
In self-evaluation, students use the checklist to critically review their 
post-sets and make changes. It serves as a guide outlining the points that 
students need to review and it promotes self-monitoring.  
In peer evaluation, students use the same checklist but in a 
communicative activity. In short, students discuss the points on the checklist 
and give each other feedback about their post-sets. 
In the final evaluation, the teacher reviews each student’s blog using 
an expanded checklist that includes all the post-sets assigned throughout the 
class. The teacher follows a similar pattern as practiced by the students in the 
peer evaluation. This is a good opportunity for the teacher to interact one-on-
one with the students. If time is limited, the final evaluation can be provided 
in a written form. 
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The evaluation process is important in several ways: it establishes a 
guideline for self-monitoring, helps students realize their strengths, focuses 
the students on the points that need improvement, and promotes self-
monitoring. 
 
Conclusion 
When taught with sound teaching principles and the systematic use of 
post-sets as introduced in this article, a blog can be an engaging and 
effective learning tool that draws on students’ interests. The use of post-sets 
breaks down components into manageable tasks that streamlines blogging 
and affords students more opportunity to focus on content and language 
acquisition. The post-set also functions as an effective management tool for 
the teacher, which can be easily adapted to the needs of the students. 
Teaching students blogging with post-sets can be a great asset to teachers 
who want to integrate blogs in the language-learning environment. 
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Appendix A – List of Examples of Student Blogs 
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1.  http://happylifekyou.blogspot.com/ 
2.  http://mydailylife-watanabe.blogspot.com/ 
3.  http://nmaaaaa.blogspot.com/ 
4.  http://yutaronow.blogspot.com/ 
5.  http://funnyday-life.blogspot.com/ 
 
Appendix B - Travel Post 
 
Today you will begin to prepare a post about a place you would like to travel to. It must be a 
place outside of Japan.  
Complete and use some or all of the questions below to write some ideas about the place that 
you would like to visit.  Eventually, you need to include pictures, text (use paragraph style), as well as 
add two interesting “links” about the topic place in your blog.  Therefore, plan ahead.  If you see 
something interesting in your research, make a note of it so you can go back to it later. 
 
1. Where would you like to go? 
 
2. Why would you like to go there? 
 
3. How long would you like to go for? 
 
4. When is the best season to go there?  Why? 
 
5. Who would you like to go there with? 
 
6. What are three activities you would like to do there? 
 
7. How much is the airplane ticket at the time you want to go there? 
 
8. What kind of accommodations would you like to stay in (hotel, hostel, couch-surfing, 
camping)? 
 
9. About how much does the accommodation cost per night? 
 
10. About how much money do you expect to spend per day (consider food, accommodations, 
local transportation, tours, and so on)? 
 
11. Find two pictures of the place you would like to visit and download them to your desktop. 
 
12. Find two interesting links and add the URL to your computer favorites for later reference. 
 
13. What is the exchange rate for your target country currency?  100 yen =  ___________ 
 
14.       Your question 
 
15.  Your question 
Appendix C - Student Dictation 
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Vocabulary 
 
1. publishing 
2. ordinary 
3. publishers 
4. journalists 
5. tremendously 
6. traditional 
7. media 
8. influence 
9. opinions 
10. worldwide 
11. advertising 
12. support 
13. untraditional 
14. post
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Appendix D - Evaluation Sheet - Post-set: Sports 
 
Directions: Go to blogger.com and sign into your blog then check the items below.  If 
you have any questions as your work through the checklist, please ask the teacher for 
help. 
 
Part A: Be sure to use the following items for the text in your post (paragraph). 
a. □  use paragraph format as directed by your teacher. 
b. □  write about 5 or 6 sentences. 
c. □  use spell check to check all your text. 
d. □  check indent, periods, commas, capital letters, and spacing. 
 
Part B: Post - Sports – Check your sports post for the following tasks… 
a. □  Is there a good topic related title? 
b. □  Are there two topic related links embedded in your paragraph? 
c. □  Are there two topic related images inserted in your paragraph? 
d. □  Did you resize and align right picture-1? 
d. □  Did you resize and align left picture-2? 
e. □  Did you link a word or phrase to a topic related to a YouTube video? 
f. □  After making changes, did you publish your post again? 
 
Part C: Sidebar – Check to make sure you used the following order to build your sidebar. 
a. □  1. Did you add a calendar? 
b. □  2. Did you add “contact me” and include your email address? 
c. □  3. Are there two topic related “categories” 
 
First category from above 
a. □  Are there two topic related subcategories? 
b. □  Are both subcategories linked to a topic related websites? 
 
Second category from above 
a. □  Are there two topic related subcategories? 
b. □  Are both subcategories linked to topic related websites? 
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The Role of Vocabulary in English for Specific Purposes 
(ESP) Teaching and Learning: Considerations for Asia 
University 
 
Mikio Brooks, Asia University 
 
Abstract 
The mastery of English language vocabulary is vital for both ESL and 
EFL learners along with those who are aiming to learn English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP). This paper introduces varying types and categorizations of 
vocabulary as means to raise awareness of the role of vocabulary in ESP 
teaching. It then explores which types of vocabulary should be taught and how 
an ESP teacher can facilitate the learning process. The paper concludes by 
providing suggestions and specific considerations and in how to deal with 
vocabulary within both EFL and ESP contexts at Asia University.  
 
Introduction 
Most second language learners are aware that the acquisition of 
vocabulary is a fundamental and important component in the course of their 
learning. A good mastery of vocabulary is essential for ESL/ EFL learners, 
especially for those who are advanced learners of English for specific 
purposes. Paul Nation describes how learners should deal with specific 
vocabulary by stating, “It is wise to direct vocabulary learning to more 
specialized areas when learners have mastered the 2000---3000 words of 
general usefulness in English (Nation, 2001:187).” In order to overcome the 
challenges of specialized usage of vocabulary, learners need to be taught 
and/or learn about the different types of vocabulary, its usage, and specific 
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strategies that will help them acquire vocabulary. Simultaneously, teachers 
also need to be aware of the kinds of vocabulary words, which words are 
worth focusing on. Should these important words be dealt with during a class 
or within a learner’s independent study time? This directly relates to this 
relates to what teaching content and classroom activities the instructor must 
prepare for the learners. The paper will explore four areas, namely, types of 
vocabulary, the type of vocabulary ESP teachers should teach, how ESP 
teachers should select vocabulary to teach, and features of teaching and 
learning of vocabulary. The paper will also present several aspects to consider 
in the context of both ESP and non-ESP vocabulary and their usage in EFL 
teaching at Asia University. 
 
Types of Vocabulary 
In teaching and learning vocabulary, it is essential to distinguish 
between different types of vocabulary because varying types of vocabulary 
need different focus and treatment. Depending on the learners’ aims and 
course content some types of vocabulary will be given priority and more 
emphasis in teaching and learning than others. The following section will 
explore the varying sub-types of vocabulary. 
 
Spoken and Written Vocabulary 
Although most of the existing literature on vocabulary has grown out 
of the study of written texts, recent corpus-based investigations of written and 
spoken vocabulary have enabled us to comparatively study spoken and 
written vocabulary in actual use. They reveal the difference between the 
vocabulary of written texts and the vocabulary of everyday spoken language. 
According to Cambridge International Corpus (CIC), (Schmitt and McCarthy, 
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1997: 24) the written data is mainly made up of lexical/ , non-lexical words, 
i.e., non-content items, including pronouns, prepositions and conjunctions, 
while the spoken list seems to embrace some lexical words like know, think, 
well, get and right. In spoken CIC data, spoken texts are less dense than most 
written texts in terms of vocabulary. This can be noticeable in 
language-in-action dialogue texts with repetition and lexical negotiation 
occurring much more often in spoken discourse than in written texts.  Spoken 
texts tend to be vague and general words are more frequently used in everyday 
speech than in written texts. 
These differences are significant when we consider what kinds of 
vocabulary items are important to teach in both writing and speech. From the 
comparative study, we can deduce that spoken language is the central source 
of the contact to communicative language but written language continues to 
be a fundamental source for input (Schmitt and McCarthy, 1997:38). 
 
Core and Non-core vocabulary  
As the word ‘core’ suggests, core vocabulary refers to those words that 
occur frequently and are more central to the language than other words. 
According to McCarthy (1990), people favor using such words because they 
have core meaning-potential. These words are thought to be ‘core’ because 
they are easy to find an antonym for. In addition, they are neutral in formality 
and usable in a wide variety of situations. Furthermore, these core words can 
be used to paraphrase or give definitions of other words. For example, in Task 
41, (McCarthy, 1990) the following instruction is given: “Decide which is the 
core word in the set of words: slim, slender, thin, emaciated, and scrawny”. 
Given the characteristics of a ‘core’ word, we can easily see that ‘thin’ is the 
core word. 
The Role of Vocabulary for ESP 
 156 
In ESP teaching, we also come across subject-specific vocabulary, 
which is non-core as far as the language as a whole is concerned. Carter 
determined that subject-specific vocabulary should be considered non-core 
because of its lack of neutrality and association with a specialized topic 
(Carter, 1988:172). Learners with specific or academic purposes may need to 
acquire them in medical texts and lessons may need to learn subject-specific 
core vocabulary, e.g., placebo and dialysis. However, other learners unrelated 
to the specific field may not necessarily need to learn these words.  
 
Discourse Structuring Vocabulary and Procedural Vocabulary 
The English language possesses a number of abstract nouns that have 
little independent lexical content, such as assumption, variety, solution, 
proposal and factor. Their main function is to structure discourse, that is, to 
summarize or encapsulate previously mentioned ideas and link one sentence 
to the next. These abstract nouns are also called ‘anaphoric’ nouns and belong 
to discourse structuring vocabulary. They are quite commonly used in 
expository academic prose and in newspaper articles. Therefore, it is 
important and necessary for second language learners, particularly those who 
learn English for academic purposes to be familiar with these words. 
Procedural vocabulary is characteristically used to explain and make 
sense of more complicated words, paraphrase them, define them and organize 
them during communication. They are commonly used in dictionaries to give 
definitions so learners may find them useful when learning other words when 
building their vocabulary.  
Technical, Semi-Technical and General Vocabulary 
In terms of teaching vocabulary in ESP contexts, it is important to make a 
distinction between two categories of vocabulary: technical and 
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semi-technical because they are of great importance to learners studying 
English for specific and academic purposes. Dudley-Evans and St John 
(1998:83) suggest resolving overlapping categories (Baker, 1988:91) into two 
broader groupings: 
a). vocabulary that is used in general language but has a higher frequency 
of occurrence in specific and technical descriptions and discussions. 
b). vocabulary that has specialized and restricted meanings in certain 
disciplines and which may vary in meaning across disciplines. 
The first group should be referred to as semi-technical vocabulary and the 
second area would be regarded as technical vocabulary. We can examine the 
following text about a pharmaceutical experiment to illustrate the difference 
between the two:  
 We report a double blind, placebo controlled, crossover 
trial of an angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor, 
enalapril, in patients with chronic fluid overload 
receiving dialysis. We used a crossover study and carried 
out procedures within the study according to the standard 
of ethics committee of this hospital, Each patient was 
given either enalapril or placebo in the first period of 
treatment and the alternative treatment in the second 
period; the order in which treatment was given was 
randomized, 13 patients receiving enalapril and 12 
placebos first. Randomization was carried out by 
suppliers of the drug. (Ferguson. G. 2002) 
The technical vocabulary items are as follows: angiotensin, enzyme, 
inhibitor, enalapril, chronic, dialysis, and placebo. 
The semi-technical vocabulary items are as follows: report, double 
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blind, control, crossover, trial, convert, fluid, overload, receive, study, carry 
out, procedure, standard period treatment, randomize, randomization, 
supplier and drug. 
 
Academic Vocabulary 
So far, there have been several studies that have investigated the 
vocabulary that learners need for academic study. The most widely used and 
recognized one is the Academic Word List (Coxhead, 1998), which was 
compiled from a corpus of 3.5 million running words of the written academic 
text by examining the range of frequency of words outside the first 2000 most 
frequent words of English, as described in the General Service List (GSL) by 
West (1953). It contains 570 word families that occur frequently in a wide 
range of academic texts and from a wide range of disciplines, which means 
that the words are useful for learners studying humanities, law, science, and 
commerce. A number beside each word indicates which sub-list it appears in, 
making it convenient for both teachers and students to use.  
 
Which Vocabulary Types Should ESP Instructors Teach? 
According to Hutchinson and Waters, (1987) ESP should be seen as an 
approach to language teaching directed by specific and apparent reasons for 
learning. Nowadays, many second language learners attending UK or US 
universities learn English not only for general purposes but for more specific 
uses. Students who want to study at a university in an English-speaking 
country will be learning English for academic purposes and their academic 
study will usually involve specialized areas across different disciplines in 
physical sciences as well as in social sciences. The aim of their vocabulary 
acquisition will be to build academic vocabulary. 
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Rationale for Learning Academic Vocabulary 
Learners who will attend an academic study program in English must 
focus on academic vocabulary which is variously known as ‘general useful  
scientific vocabulary’ ((Barber, 1962) cited in Nation (2001)) and 
‘semi-technical vocabulary’ (Farrell, 1990), because they need to exhibit a 
wide range of academic skills like reading research in a specific academic 
field, listening to teachers lecture, writing academic papers and discussing or 
presenting their own ideas or research. 
With its importance, both academic vocabulary and semi-technical 
vocabulary should be given priority in teaching by ESP teachers because, 
according to Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998: 83), this type of vocabulary is 
used in general life contexts but also has a higher frequency of occurrence in 
scientific and technical descriptions and discussions. Examination of the 
above given text shows that a potential ESP teacher must teach learners 
general vocabulary that has a higher frequency in a scientific field such as: 
 
Academic: trial, study, standard, ethics, period and order 
Medicine: overload, procedure, chronic, treatment, fluid and drug 
Verbs: report, control, convert, receive, give, and randomize 
Collocations: carry out 
 
Teaching Technical Vocabulary 
Some EFL and ESL teachers may sometimes assert that it is not their 
responsibility to teach technical vocabulary (Barber, 1964: Higgins, 1966 & 
Cowan, 1974). This may also apply to ESP teachers who may or may not have 
the technical expertise in the subject matter they are teaching. However, under 
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certain circumstances, and as the only qualified instructor, it may be the duty 
of an ESP teacher to teach technical vocabulary to assist in the learner’s 
process of acquisition. 
 
What is Beyond the Duty of the ESP Teacher? 
To what extent does an ESP teacher need to incorporate technical 
vocabulary into a syllabus or lesson? A technical word is one that is 
recognizably specific to a particular topic, field or discipline. It is likely that 
they can only be fully learned and understood by studying the field. Such 
words are usually considered to be the responsibility of subject teachers. In 
some cases, although learners who are in a specific scientific field will have 
no problem with technical words, a language teacher may in fact, have great 
difficulty with them (Strevens, 1973: 223). We can imagine the examples in 
the given text. Technical words like enzyme, dialysis and placebo are 
specialized words in the field of medicine, which are quite easy for a student 
studying medicine. Additionally, there are technical words that are quite 
familiar to learners (even if learners are not studying the specific discipline to 
which the technical words belong) because the words are widely, even 
internationally, known. Some commonly occurring words in computer 
science, such as browser, program, log, hypertext and Internet, are quite 
familiar to learners. However, terminology such as enalapril or angiotensin 
can be beyond the ESP teacher. When dealing with technical words, the 
teacher will need to consider whether to integrate or skip these words 
depending on the needs and aims of the learners.  
 
When is Teacher Guidance Necessary? 
While the topic of ESP teachers and their duty to teach technical 
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vocabulary is a contentious one, there may be several circumstances in which 
ESP teachers should offer timely help. One case is when learners are reading 
specialized texts with a large number of unknown technical words which 
cannot be ignored by learners because of their close connection with the topic 
being discussed. In these instances ESP teachers need to help the learners 
decide which words are worth focusing on. Secondly, when doing ESP 
exercises it is effective to exploit a particular context with certain technical 
vocabulary. Dudley-Evans and St. John maintain, “[it] is important that both 
the teacher and the learners appreciate that this vocabulary is acting as a 
carrier of content for an exercise and it is not the real content of the exercise” 
(Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998:81). This can help learners focus on the 
material more and not merely the vocabulary. Thirdly, ESP teachers may help 
learners when they find it a bit difficult to understand general words used as 
technical words. For instance, wall in biology, and resistance in electronics. 
Fourthly, if a technical word is not used in the same manner as in the student’s 
native language, the teacher will have to give some explanations and 
introductions to the vocabulary to be learned. Fifthly, usually there is a 
one-to-one relationship between the terms in English and the learners’ L1, but 
sometimes when there is absence of a one-to-one explanation, the teacher 
should check whether learners have fully understood the term and give them 
guidance in the use of technical dictionaries or sources. Finally, it is possible 
that difficulty with the pronunciation of some technical words could lead to 
poor memorizing of the words. ESP teachers can assist learners by helping 
them improve general pronunciation, raising awareness of syllables in words, 
and reading in the International Phonetic Alphabet form.    
 
Selecting the Appropriate Vocabulary for Teaching 
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In preparing the vocabulary component of a language course, it is vital 
that teachers should have the basic words to refer to and they should evaluate 
whether a specific word is important enough to be given attention to. The use 
of word lists as the main source of vocabulary learning is favorable in the 
teaching and learning of the English vocabulary (Nation, 2001).   
 
Word Lists at an Early Stage 
Pre-compiled word lists are of great help because they are derived 
from different corpora developed from millions of words, for example GSL 
(West, 1953), UWL (University Word List) (Xue and Nation, 1984) and AWL 
(Academic Word List) (Coxhead, 1998). They contain general academic 
words useful to ESP students. The benefits of utilizing word lists are that they 
not only help teachers to select words worth focusing on and teaching but also 
enable learners to have a systematic study of academic words they need for 
academic or specific purposes.  
 
Awareness of Criteria in Selection 
Experts recommend that teachers refer to word lists when teachers 
prepare a vocabulary teaching program. However, mechanically making use 
of word lists in class may be demotivating to some learners. Some criteria 
should be taken in account to select words that are appropriate for the context 
and students. 
The word lists must contain words that are representative of the 
varieties of words they are intended to reflect. For example, if we are to teach 
vocabulary of speech, we must first make sure that the word list we select for 
teaching is based on a corpora of spoken data which represent the words to be 
learned.  
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The words selected should occur across a range of different text types. 
The occurrence of a word in a wide range of text types will be beneficial to 
learners who major in different subject areas for academic or specific 
purposes. 
In addition, special attention should be paid to some vocabulary items 
with multi-units whose meaning are not deducible from the meaning of 
individual words, For example, so far, good night, all right, etc. They should 
be regarded as a whole and included in the teaching list. 
 
The Use of Concordance 
Concordance is one method of promoting vocabulary learning that has 
some specific advantages for learners. Learners can encounter the vocabulary 
in real contexts with a variety of aspects of, familiarizing themselves with a 
word including collocates, grammatical patterns, word family members, 
related meanings and homonyms presented. Nation (2001) maintains that 
learners have the opportunity to formulate generalizations, not-patterns, and 
exceptions arise when the use of concordances are employed in the learning 
process. 
 
Teaching and Learning Vocabulary 
Considering the complexity of the task of vocabulary learning, it is an 
unreasonable expectation for the teacher to explicitly teach all facets of 
vocabulary and an entire set of words of a list to learners. Instead, learners can 
be encouraged to learn how to continue to acquire vocabulary on their own 
after developing a fundamental level of vocabulary. Gairns and Redman 
(1993) assert that individual learning of vocabulary not only gives more 
responsibility toward a student’s own learning, but can also help focus on 
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individual learner needs (pg.76). Since individual learning of vocabulary can 
be  beneficial to learners, it is recommended that teachers encourage learners 
to develop their own vocabulary learning strategies which consist of guessing, 
dictionary, and memory strategies (Gu and Johnson, 1996). Learners can be 
directed and trained to develop these strategies in their independent study 
time. The following are some vocabulary learning and teaching strategies that 
can be applied: 
 
Contextual Guessing 
Contextual guesswork means inferring meaning from the clues in the 
context. There are three ways of achieving this. Firstly, learners should have 
strategies behind ‘guessing’, in other words, methods through which they can 
guess through incidental and intentional reading presented and explained to 
them. Secondly, the proportion of unknown words to be guessed in a text 
should not exceed 10%. Teachers should if possible present materials that are 
comprehensible and/or help guide learners towards texts that are over 90% 
comprehensible to the individual. Finally, learners should be taught and 
practice skills to help identify what can be learned from the context, develop 
the ability to identify parts of speech, become aware of collocations, and the 
various forms that a word can take.  
 
Memorizing 
Memory strategies involve relating the word to be retained with some 
previously learned knowledge—that is facilitating the storage and retrieval of 
words. Visualization is one particularly powerful memorization strategy. As 
Nattinger (1988) observes, “words in our mental lexicon are tied to each other 
not only by meaning form and sound but also by sight.”  
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Learning of Affixes 
Another popular strategy that learners can work to develop is the 
knowledge of affixes (Nation 1990; Bauer & Nation 1993) . Within English 
vocabulary, a relatively small group of affixes that are useful and accessible 
can be introduced to learners when learners are at appropriate levels of their 
language development. For example, low intermediate learners may start with 
affixes like, --able, --er, un--, --tion, etc. An important aspect in helping the 
learner become independent is for the learner to recognize his/ her own style 
of learning and to find their own ways of expanding and organizing their word 
stores. Whatever vocabulary strategies are in use, learners must find the right 
ones for them. In the meantime, teachers may help the student develop a 
personal plan that best suits his/ her vocabulary learning. 
Independent vocabulary learning strategies are both necessary and 
useful and should be incorporated in teaching. Nonetheless, we should be 
aware that individual learners have different styles of acquiring unfamiliar 
vocabulary or they are not all at the same level of proficiency in English. 
Therefore, it is sensible for teachers to teach vocabulary explicitly considering 
these factors. Explicit teaching can be carried out through teacher instruction 
or classroom activities. A teacher should pay attention to both proficiencies 
and learning styles when preparing their teaching and classroom activities: 
 
Repetition and Recycling Words 
Due to the fact that there are many aspects to learn about a word, a 
single encounter with it is makes it highly improbable it will be learned or 
retained. Following Richard’s ‘knowing a word statement’ (1976), and 
Nation’s (2001) concept of receptive and productive knowledge of words as a 
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continuum, knowing a word covers the recognition of occurrence, spelling, 
derivation, appropriateness in different situations and word associations. Only 
through multiple encounters with the word, can a learner develop a full 
understand of its use and meaning.  
 
Relating the Word to Reality 
The use of visual images in the classroom is highly recommended in 
vocabulary teaching because it helps create concrete items in a person’s mind 
rather than thinking about an abstract word (Gairns and Redman, 1993). 
Using teaching tools such as wall charts, flashcards, and pictures can help 
learners to imagine the words visually. 
According to Jordan (1997), “the most effective way for students to 
increase their active vocabulary store is for them to be centrally involved in 
the learning process (pg. 162).” This may be under the direction of a teacher, 
doing group work with other students, or during independent study, as 
previously discussed. 
 
Brainstorming Activities 
Doing brainstorming activities is another way to help increase a 
learner’s vocabulary. This process generally refers to brainstorming 
associations that a word has with others words and then diagramming the 
results. For example, when asked to give words learners thought of when they 
hear the word ‘bank’, most learners would generate a number of words and 
phrases: money, invest, loan, deposit, debit, account, etc. Subsequently, 
learners can cluster these words together in ways they think are linked and 
receive feedback from peers or the teacher. 
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Considerations for ESP and Non-ESP Vocabulary Teaching  
at Asia University 
Currently, there are a range of EFL and ESL courses at Asia University 
that focus on disciplines of Business English, Business Hospitality (Travel 
and Tourism), and International Relations. One could argue, based on 
Hutchinson and Water’s (1987) notion that ESP is rooted in tailoring a course 
to meet the learners’ needs that at this institution, these courses are more 
specific in their goals and objectives. On the other hand, the Freshman 
English program and to some extent, the Sophomore-level English courses 
represent integrated four-skills language courses that are more generalized in 
their objectives. The content taught, skills focused on, methods and 
approaches to instruction, pace of instruction of both ESP and non-ESP 
courses will vary due to departmental guidelines, syllabi, textbooks, student 
language proficiencies, student interests, individual teacher preferences and 
teaching styles, and motivation. The goal of this section is to highlight aspects 
of vocabulary learning and teaching to consider for ESP and non-ESP courses 
at Asia University. The suggestions are based on the author’s experience of 
teaching at Asia University and research on ESP.  
● Though vocabulary learning is one component of language 
learning, teachers should help students realize acquiring a larger 
vocabulary is an important aspect of their learning and should be 
considered over the long-term. Simultaneously, teachers should 
also provide students with strategies to learn and utilize vocabulary 
so they have the tools to independently acquire vocabulary. 
Furthermore, if possible find ways to assist students learn 
vocabulary not course by course but over a series of courses or over 
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a span of several years (e.g. coordinate programs so that students 
learn the first 500 words the first year, and then learn the next 500 
words the following year.)      
● Level students into classes based on proficiency groupings. Once 
students are enrolled into a class, try to further assess vocabulary 
development individually, or as a class to help determine which 
words lists, or words to focus on in relation to focus or objectives 
of the course.  
● Focus primarily on the learning of high frequency words in both 
ESP and non-ESP courses. According to Nation (2001), learning 
the 2000 most frequent words of English can help approximately 
cover 90% of conversation types of text and approximately 78% of 
academic texts. Based on needs or goals of a course, introduce 
semi-technical and technical words. 
● Find ways to introduce the learning of academic word lists and 
other semi-technical words for students who are beyond the 2000 
most frequent words and/or specifically need these words for their 
future aims. 
● Ask teachers to realize they do not necessarily have to be experts in 
the specialist subject areas. As Hutchinson and Waters outlines, 
ESP teachers only require, “A positive attitude towards the ESP 
content, a knowledge of fundamental principles of the subject 
areas, and an awareness of how much they already know.” Rather 
than becoming a specialist, in essence, they describe it as a role 
(pg.163). in which the teacher becomes an interested student of the 
subject matter and  can ask intelligent questions about that topic.  
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Conclusion 
Having discussed the four parts of vocabulary teaching and learning, 
we may conclude that the teaching and learning of vocabulary, although it is 
only one sub-goal of a range of goals that is important in second language 
learning, plays a key role in the overall structure of any language teaching 
program because of its basic functions in the language components. It is 
important for learners, especially learners with specific or academic purposes 
to make distinctions between all types of English vocabulary to help achieve 
their goals. Furthermore, it is vital for teachers to make a careful selection of 
the types of English vocabulary to be taught to students whether it is for 
general purposes or for more specific purposes. To some extent, ESP teachers 
may not need to pay extensive attention to technical vocabulary that is too 
particular to a certain discipline or field. Moreover, working with high 
frequency words can be beneficial for both general purpose English and 
specific goal-oriented English courses. Encouraging and providing learners 
with the strategies and support to be independent in acquiring a second 
language should be the goal of not only individual teachers but collectively 
and ultimately the objective of the institution.  
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Abstract 
This paper explores the English portion of the university entrance 
exam in Japan, with particular reference to articles by Professor James Dean 
Brown of the University of Hawaii at Manoa and Professor Sayoko Okada 
Yamashita of Tokyo International Christian University. The related articles 
were part of a series published by Professor Brown and Professor Yamashita 
from 1993 to 1999. These studies remain relevant today because little has 
changed with regard to the English portion of the university entrance 
examination for top universities in Japan. Brown and Yamashita’s seminal 
work (1995a) concerning university English language entrance examinations 
remains the basis of any discussion regarding the problems and solutions 
surrounding the English entrance exam in Japan (Kikuchi, 2006). In fact, 
more than ten years later, Kikuchi replicated Brown and Yamashita’s 1995a 
study and found that “the types of items, their variety, and the skills 
measured did not look substantially different” (2006, p. 77). The influence 
of the university entrance exam system on English education in Japan is 
significant for a variety of reasons, but particularly because anyone teaching 
English in Japan must appreciate the English portion of the entrance exam’s 
strong impact on students’ views of English. In addition, being mindful of 
the exam affords the English teacher enhanced ability toward constructive 
change in future testing methods and teaching practices. In addition, it is 
important that foreign teachers in particular learn to appreciate the system 
University English Entrance Examinations in Japan                                                                                              
 
 173 
from their host country’s perspective. If the foreign teacher cannot develop 
an appreciation of the testing system in Japan, then any efforts to make 
positive changes in related methods and practices will be ineffectual. This 
study encourages experts in the field of testing, such as Brown to continue 
their efforts to improve Japan’s testing system, but to do so with improved 
cultural sensitivity. 
English Entrance Examinations in Japan 
Background  
In Japanese, the entrance exam system is often termed shiken jigoku 
(examination hell). The term shiken jigoku is believed to have come into use 
around the Meiji Restoration Period (1868-1912) as a product of the 
modernization of Japan (Amano, 1990). Entrance examinations are 
considered hell because of the disproportionate amount of resources 
allocated toward preparing for them. Parents deplete their income by sending 
children to juku (cram schools). Children study to a point of mental 
exhaustion which seems to deprive them of their childhoods (Brown, 1993). 
Japanese generally feel individual success is a direct outcome of their 
performance on these exams. Many do not like the system but accept it as 
necessary, see it as building character, and value the belief that it affords an 
egalitarian system of admissions (Horio, 1988). Typically a student wishing 
to enter a particular university will take two entrance examinations: the first 
is the National Center Test for University Admissions, which is a 
standardized national university entrance examination; the second is an 
entrance examination developed by the particular university the student 
wishes to enter.  
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Often university admission is based solely on entrance examination 
scores. This makes entrance examinations paramount in determining an 
individual’s future, in consideration of the finite number of openings–whose 
numbers have not grown–at elite institutions in Japan.  
Are test data employed to create test hysteria to proliferate juku?  
In one of Brown’s earliest articles, published in The Language 
Teacher and entitled “Language test hysteria in Japan?”, he discovers 
irregularities in test score reporting (1993). Brown focuses his critique on an 
article from The Daily Yomiuri entitled “Japan Tops TOEFL Entrants; Ranks 
only 149th in Scores” (see Table 2 for an account of the scores as they 
appeared in The Daily Yomiuri). The importance of this critique is that it 
exposes the negative influence the juku (cram schools) industry has on 
testing in Japan. This influence encompasses all testing in Japan and not just 
the English entrance examination.  
Brown exposes six problems with the The Daily Yomiuri’s reporting 
of the 1992-1993 TOEFL score results: a) the numbers of students involved 
in each country differ; b) the students in different countries have different 
reasons for taking the TOEFL; c) different types of students may be taking 
the TOEFL in different countries; d) the economies of various countries may 
cause patterns in who takes the TOEFL; e) the rankings in The Daily 
Yomiuri article are based on averages; and f) the differences may simply be 
chance fluctuations (Brown, 1993, p. 41). Brown carefully considers each of 
the aforementioned problems, however for brevity I will describe a) and e).   
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A) The Numbers of Students Involved in Each Country Differ 
According to the Daily Yomiuri article, 225,939 students took the 
TOEFL between July, 1989 and June, 1991. This number was compared to 
countries like Bhutan, Mongolia, and Kiribati, where respectively 34, 35, 
and 31 students took the TOEFL. Comparing such a small, less stable, and 
unrepresentative sample set does not result in an honest breakdown. Brown 
argues that for an accurate comparison a much larger sample set must be 
used. Brown presents his own research, in which he analyzed the results of 
the TOEFL taken by the 15 largest language groups (1993). Brown’s sample 
set included 24,500 total students, with a minimum language group size of 
1,000 students. Brown found that Japan ranked roughly in the middle of this 
sample. This suggests far better general proficiency in English for Japanese 
students when compared to other language groups than the image the Daily 
Yomiuri’s title “Japan Tops TOEFL Entrants; Ranks only 149th in Scores” 
presents. Clearly, Brown took similar data and analyzed it in a more expert 
manner than the methods employed by The Daily Yomiuri, and this 
illustrates how scores were generally much better than the headline suggests.  
E) The Rankings in The Daily Yomiuri Article Are Based on Averages 
Professor Brown indicates that the figures in The Daily Yomiuri are 
based on averages, and thus embody only that small group of test takers 
within each language group who scored precisely at the average (1993, p. 
42). The average alone does not account for the fact that large numbers of 
students of each nationality scored both above and below the average. 
Consequently, even though Singapore and India scored much higher 
University English Entrance Examinations in Japan                                                                                              
 
 176 
averages than Japan, Japan may have more students who scored higher 
scores than Singaporeans or Indians.  
Also, when considering the vast range of TOEFL scores (200-677), 
these variations in scores within each nationality dwarf the much slighter 
differences that exist between nationalities. That is, in the greater scheme of 
English education in Japan these differences in average scores identified in 
The Daily Yomiuri are insignificant. The relevant matter may be the 
disparity in scoring within Japan, and not how Japan compares to other 
nationalities or language groups.   
Brown concludes that The Daily Yomiuri article could be dismissed as 
one that makes a major issue out of nothing at all. However, he argues that 
in a country like Japan where testing is taken seriously, indeed, where 
testing is a major industry, it is important to report test results very 
responsibly, so that hysteria can be avoided (p. 42). Brown seems to hint that 
this distortion of data is intentional, and potentially fueled by the Japanese 
industry of juku. Brown suggests that articles such as The Daily Yomiuri’s 
generate test hysteria, and consequently support the juku industry. Consider 
that juku number roughly 50,000 today while post-secondary institutions of 
higher education number roughly around 1,000.  
Why is there such variation in test items from institution to institution? 
 Brown followed his 1993 article with a study that carefully 
investigated the nature of Japanese university English entrance 
examinations. He studied the English portion of 21 Japanese university 
entrance exams in 1993, and again in 1994. The results were reported by 
Brown and Yamashita in the JALT Journal in an article entitled “English 
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Entrance Examinations at Japanese Universities: What Do We Know About 
Them?” (1995a). 
 Brown and Yamashita discovered that test items wildly vary from 
institution to institution (1995a). However, there is one constant mentioned 
by Brown: every institution’s entrance exam included an English test 
(1995a). Brown suggests this may be the whole motivation for some students 
to study English. This is important for teachers to carefully consider. High 
school seniors must be prepared for entrance examinations irrespective of 
how troubling the test item types may be (i.e. translation items of either 
Japanese to English or English to Japanese), and no matter what they 
measure (i.e., “test-wiseness”). Millman, Bishop, and Ebel (1965) defined 
“test-wiseness” as an individual’s ability to apply the features and designs of 
the test and/or the test taking condition to achieve a proficient score. Test-
wiseness is rationally free of the examinee’s understanding of the subject 
matter for which the items are allegedly assessing (p. 707). 
 Brown (1995a) cites Fujita: “the status of universities in Japan is 
determined by two factors: the difficulty level of the entrance examination, 
and the quality of the career opportunities that students have when they 
graduate” (1991, p. 154).  This is paramount, because the latter (career 
opportunity) is a product of student performance on the former (entrance 
examination). Consequently, universities have a clearly assigned interest in 
keeping their test private and secret. Conducting analyses on test items 
would jeopardize their status, because it is the very nature of these items that 
ensures a university’s status. Basically, the entrance exam simply needs to 
be difficult–not practical, not reliable, not valid–just difficult. How can 
students perform well on a difficult test that is not held to any strictures of 
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design? The answer: by going to a variety of juku, and thus becoming test-
wise. Do all students have equal access to these juku? Is the system 
egalitarian? To the foreign teacher this system may seem clearly unfair. 
However, keep in mind that Japanese society sees the cut score as being 
devoid of bias.  
 Brown also determines that the university entrance examinations 
encourage “students who finally do get admitted to do almost no academic 
work while in college” (1995a, p. 22). If this is correct, then it would be 
logical to state that when you combine a high stakes exam with the residual 
effect of students doing little academic work upon admission, then a system 
is established where high schools and juku prepare students for exams, and 
the prestige of the university is sufficient to ensure an individual’s career. 
Therefore, because the entrance exam is the sole criterion used to gain 
admission to elite universities, and the institution in question will guarantee 
their career, why should students care about anything other than the entrance 
exam (Brown, 1995a, pp. 23-24)? In this environment a single test becomes 
tantamount to a four year degree and an individual’s future.  
 It seems plausible that the only purpose the English portion of the test 
serves is to add another dimension to the entrance examination. The fact that 
each university has its own exam, and each university’s test items vary 
drastically suggests that the tests are promoting the necessity of student test-
wiseness. Again, this ambiguity would seemingly generate the test hysteria 
which supports the juku industry.  
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A Closer Look at Reading Passage Difficulty and Item Variation 
In Brown and Yamashita (1995a) the National Center Test, 10 
prestigious private universities, and 10 prestigious public universities’ 
entrance examinations were analyzed to determine: 1) difficulty of reading 
passages; 2) difference in levels of reading passage difficulty in private and 
public school examinations; 3) the types of items included on exams, their 
variety, and the test length; 4) the differences in the types of items used in 
private and public examinations; and 5) the skills measured. There are 
significant problems in all areas, but for brevity areas 1 and 3 are discussed 
below.  
1) Difficulty of Reading Passages 
Reading passage difficulty ranged from seventh grade on the National 
Center Test to third-year university on the Yokohama City University 
entrance examination. This is disconcerting, because many test items across 
all entrance exams were largely based on difficult reading passages, which in 
turn depend on specialized knowledge of topics that could not be learnt if 
English language acquisition is the objective of English language education 
in Japanese schools. Consequently, there is the potential of topic-awareness 
bias. Thus, chance knowledge of a particular topic and the vocabulary that 
accompanies it decides whether or not a student performs well on these 
significant portions of the entrance examinations. If there is topic bias, there 
are test reliability and validity issues (Brown & Yamshita, 1995a, pp. 13-
15). The presence of these types of test items supports Brown’s argument 
that there is a strong degree of test-wiseness being evaluated, which provides 
industry for juku. 
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3) The Types of Test Items and Their Variety  
This area was of primary concern because among the 21 tests Brown 
and Yamashita found 22 distinctly different types of multiple choice 
questions. In addition, they found that the tests required detailed knowledge 
of language techniques, both written and oral specifically translation-type 
questions, both from Japanese to English and vice versa (Brown & 
Yamshita, 1995a, p. 17). Unfortunately, the scope of this paper will not 
allow a thorough analysis of these troubling results. However, consider that 
students are required to change item types frequently within each entrance 
examination. This means directions (always in Japanese) are extensive. 
Brown and Yamashita suggest this tends to evaluate student test-wiseness. 
Consequently, the examinations are effectively measuring student ability to 
cope with a wide variety of item types and directions by changing item types 
often. Essentially the entrance exam does not evaluate the content area 
intended to be measured, but instead evaluates test-wiseness. (pp. 19-20) 
Other exams such as TOEFL avoid this by keeping items similar within 
fairly large subtests.  
Why are there no test design standards? 
 Brown and Yamashita conclude their study by warning institutions 
that entrance exams are used to make decisions about students’ lives, and 
thus should be crafted with impartiality in mind. The university entrance 
exams act as the arbiters of a life of affluence or mediocrity. Therefore, these 
exams should be of the highest quality if they are to be fair to all students, 
and by high quality they mean a test that has been analyzed before it is used 
and determined to be both valid and reliable before it is administered. Brown 
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concedes that the test items are well written and contain very few errors, but 
contends that this does not prove their practicality, reliability, or validity. 
Institutions must be made accountable for their admissions decisions 
because they profoundly affect many young lives. The practicality, 
reliability, and validity of entrance exams can be ensured through the 
implementation of national testing standards. For example, in the United 
States the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (CDSEPT) 
serves as a yardstick by which tests are evaluated. Additionally, the creation 
of watchdog institutions such as Buros Mental Measurements Yearbook 
which collects and reviews published tests helps to maintain test developers 
standards. Clearly, all students deserve entrance exams of the highest 
quality. This is irrefutable and makes one wonder, “Why is there no 
equivalent to the CDSEPT in Japan?”  
Problems and Solutions 
At the JALT 1995 Conference in Tokyo Professor Brown presented 
the culmination of his work on entrance examinations entitled “English 
Language Entrance Examinations in Japan: Problems and Solutions” 
(1996a). Certain portions of this work are discussed below. 
Item Quality 
Brown’s first suggestion is to begin piloting and analyzing test items. 
He suggests that, if items are not piloted and analyzed, they may either be 
too difficult or too easy. Brown suggests, “Failing to pilot the items used on 
entrance examinations borders on being unethical and is definitely 
unprofessional” (1996a, p. 273) .  
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Test Revision 
Brown found that “the testing team carefully develop the test… 
administer and score it and report the scores… finally, they publish the test 
for public scrutiny” (p. 274). This process consistently leaves out piloting, 
statistical analysis of piloted results, item selection, revision based on 
statistical analyses, ensuring optimum testing conditions, and statistical 
analysis of final results. Brown argues, “From my perspective as an 
American language testing professional, I find the entrance exam 
development practices unethical and unprofessional (p. 274).” Brown’s 
solution is clear by simply including all the steps he has identified above in 
test development, university entrance exams would be greatly improved.  
Conclusion 
Had Brown been more thoughtful in his tactic toward initiating 
change in the Japanese entrance exam system, many of his solutions may 
have been better received so many years ago. Undoubtedly, Brown 
uncovered a number of serious problems with the English portion of 
Japanese university entrance examinations that still exist today. However, 
Kikuchi’s study fails to address problems and solutions to the virtually 
unchanged state of the English portion of the entrance examination. This 
would be valuable because his criticism of Japanese entrance exams is as 
valid today as it was almost 20 years ago. His, at times, strident assaults 
were unquestionably perceived by Japanese academia as an attack on the 
Japanese entrance exam designers and the Japanese educational system in 
general. Instead of attacking the current system, Professor Brown might 
have chosen to lead a struggle to educate test designers in Japan on how to 
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implement his suggested changes. This would undoubtedly lead to better 
tests by empowering Japanese test developers (Davidson F. D., 2011). The 
problems Brown identifies and the suggestions he recommends are 
impossible to deny and ignore, but working harder to use standard testing 
methods in a Japanese cultural context may be more helpful than simply 
identifying problems and solutions from a Western perspective. To Japanese 
it may seem overwhelming to use Brown’s Western solutions when they are 
not customary or, quite likely, not completely understood. To describe good 
test development as simple, as Brown does repeatedly, oversimplifies a very 
specialized skill. Brown may want to consider helping repair problems by 
creating a school to teach testing methods. However, foreigners who wish to 
effect change on the current English entrance examinations, and who do not 
consider Japanese culture first, will be wasting their efforts.  
Brown has surely identified serious problems with the Japanese 
entrance exam as they relate to the top universities in Japan. If these 
institutions would hold themselves responsible for upholding basic testing 
standards of validity and reliability, they could create much more equitable 
tests and reduce the detrimental negative reaction it has created toward 
English language acquisition in general. Ignoring these arguments, the 
universities encourage the belief that they are indeed the major reason there 
has been a proliferation of juku, juku which primarily serve to teach students 
test-wiseness. Japanese educators often wonder why their students are not 
“good at English”, and the answer may live entirely within the university 
entrance examination system which is driving their students’ language 
education. What exists today is a test-centered language education system 
focused upon passing an exam. Faced with many reading passages, for 
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example, students attempt to learn difficult vocabulary that is far above the 
level required to become functionally fluent in English. No high school 
student wishing to enter an elite university should be required to answer 
third-year native-speaker university level reading comprehension questions 
that require specialized knowledge of a particular topic and the vocabulary 
that accompanies it.  Additionally, this same student should not need to learn 
translation, which is a specialized skill almost entirely unrelated to English 
language acquisition. There is a prevalence of test item variation not only in 
each test, but also across institutions. Thus, a student who wishes to apply to 
a variety of schools will have to become testwise for each school’s entrance 
exam, because of test variation. How is this fair? Are we not testing English 
proficiency? Why is there not a national exam that is the only measure? The 
consequence of these questions not being addressed is that only students 
who can afford to go to the best juku will succeed in the current system. 
Who else can afford to prepare so extensively? Is this equitable? Will the 
best of Japan rise to the top in this system? We must first think of what is 
best for everyone. A system that allows so much wild disparity in item 
variation is discriminatory.  
Brown should be highly praised for identifying serious problems of validity and reliability 
within the Japanese entrance exam system. The problem of validity can only be overcome if 
institutions are willing to adopt some basic standards of testing. For instance, if we pose the 
question, “Who makes test validity arguments?”, we would typically find the answer to be the 
creator of the test either a testing establishment, or a testing committee (Davidson & Fulcher, 
2009, p. 221). Therefore, any change, if it were to occur, that could result in valid and reliable 
testing, must come from test creators. Unfortunately, it seems it is most likely that change will 
not occur until there is a high profile incident that sets a precedent, and which thereafter 
requires entrance test creation involving basic standards, such as piloting, statistical analysis of 
piloted results, item selection, revision based on statistical analyses, security of optimum testing 
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conditions, and final results statistical analysis. Until these basic tools of test creation are 
regulated by some governing body, test design will continue to primarily serve the interests of 
the university system and those they support. It will likewise continue to exploit Japanese 
students who believe the system is testing their English aptitude.  
Table 1 
Citations of Brown and Yamashita 1995a (1996-2012) 
# of Citations 
Year of Citations 
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Table 2 
TOEFL Scores in Asian Countries July 1989 – June 1991  
(Adapted from The Daily Yomiuri, 1993)  
Country Number of Participants Average Score 
Singapore 7,339 592 
Mauritius 402 582 
India 57,387 573 
Philippines 10,562 565 
Bhutan 34 565 
Sri Lanka 6,122 539 
Brunei 276 535 
Malaysia 27,258 533 
China 144,535 531 
Nepal 1,598 529 
Pakistan 22,549 521 
Afghanistan 776 514 
Vietnam 4,929 511 
Mongolia 35 510 
Myanmar 1,463 509 
Hong Kong 107,469 508 
Laos 438 506 
South Korea 77,004 504 
Macao 2,729 503 
Taiwan 105,115 503 
Indonesia 30,286 502 
Cambodia 731 498 
Thailand 33,051 491 
Bangladesh 11,015 489 
Kiribati 31 485 
Japan 225,939 484 
North Korea 795 479 
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